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Purpose: 

The purpose is to share an overview of methodological issues related to conducting ethnographical 
research whilst living and working clinically within the confines of a hospital ship docked and providing 
services in a developing country. An exploration of the experiences of being fully immersed as a 
researcher in that context is made, to provide a reflexive contribution to a contemporary discussion of 
undertaking ethnographical fieldwork. A critical reflection of an experience addressing the ethical and 
practical challenges of living and working remotely where one is conducting research follows. 

Methods: 

The setting for the study was a hospital located on a ship, docked in a developing country. The 
researcher identified as both an insider and an outsider (Jones & Smith 2017), due to having previously 
worked with the organisation for an extended time, but also having been removed from the field for a 
decade. Data collection was as a participant observer fully immersed by living and working full time on 
board for a 6-month period. Gathered data consisted of participation, observation and reflection for the 
duration, and 49 semi-structured interviews with individual nurses. Document analysis and one focus 
group was also included. 

Results: 

Collecting data whilst working clinically and living within the confines of a mobile hospital ship docked in a 
developing nation presents specific challenges. These include being fully immersed as a researcher in a 
setting where one lives and works, limitations of space and privacy, sporadic access to communication by 
phone and internet, challenges withdrawing from the intensity of the tasks at hand, and navigating blurred 
boundaries between clinician-researcher role. 

Conclusion: 

The process of social research, despite best intentions and planning may not always travel the path that 
the researcher expects his/her rational inquiry to follow. Prior awareness of challenges can help prepare 
the researcher for the navigational path of data collection and ensure integrity to the ethical principles are 
adhered to. 
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Abstract Summary: 

This is a reflection on the experiences of data collection by the researcher positioned as a participant 

observer whilst conducting an ethnographic study of nurses volunteering in an international humanitarian 

context on a hospital ship. 

 

Content Outline: 



Background: Ethnography is a research process based on fieldwork, whereby it seeks to understand the 

culture of the group of people being studied by looking for patterns of behaviour and defining their lived 

experience (Jones & Smith 2017). Based in anthropology, this inductive, naturalistic approach enables a 

researcher to immerse themselves in the culture of a particular group or subgroup of people with the aim 

of finding unique patterns and symbols identifying them as such (Ingold 2017). While the experience of 

nurses participating in ethnographic fieldwork has been well documented (Cruz & Higginbottom 2013; 

Pereira de Melo et al. 2014; Taylor, Rush & Robinson 2015), the key processes of participant observation 

are often skimmed over, without explicit definition or reflection on how a researcher actually navigated 

through the collection of data in field observations (Wind 2008).  Cudmore & Sondermeyer (2007) wrote 

about the tension of being a primary researcher in the same environment where one works and reflected 

on the challenges faced as both an insider and an outsider simultaneously (Sandiford 2015). Implications 

of straddling the ‘researcher–clinician’ role have been identified in research (Allan 2006; Borbasi, Jackson 

& Wilkes 2005; Ledger 2010) where nurse researchers have been described as holding dual roles as 

both clinicians and researchers, however, there are negligible instances published describing the nurse 

researcher as being immersed 24/7 whilst collecting data for the duration of the study 

Objective: The purpose is to share an overview of methodological issues related to conducting 
ethnographical research whilst living and working clinically within the confines of a hospital ship docked 
and providing services in a developing country. An exploration of the experiences of being fully immersed 
as a researcher in that context is made, to provide a reflexive contribution to a contemporary discussion 
of undertaking ethnographical fieldwork. A critical reflection of an experience addressing the ethical and 
practical challenges of living and working remotely where one is conducting research follows. 

Method: The setting for the study was a hospital located on a ship, docked in a developing country. The 
researcher identified as both an insider and an outsider (Jones & Smith 2017) , due to having previously 
worked with the organisation for an extended time, but also having been removed from the field for a 
decade. Data collection was as a participant observer fully immersed by living and working full time on 
board for a 6-month period. Gathered data consisted of participation, observation and reflection for the 
duration, and 49 semi-structured interviews with individual nurses. Document analysis and one focus 
group was also included.  

Results: Collecting data whilst working clinically and living within the confines of a mobile hospital ship 
docked in a developing nation presents specific challenges. These include being fully immersed as a 
researcher in a setting where one lives and works, limitations of space and privacy, sporadic access to 
communication by phone and internet, challenges withdrawing from the intensity of the tasks at hand, and 
navigating blurred boundaries between clinician-researcher role. 

Conclusion: The process of social research, despite best intentions and planning may not always travel 
the path that the researcher expects his/her rational enquiry to follow. Prior awareness of challenges can 
help prepare the researcher for the navigational path of data collection and ensure integrity to the ethical 
principles are adhered to. 

Implications for research: Strategies are given to help guide researchers planning a research study 
where full immersion is required. These strategies include how to live and work in a community as an 
insider and collect data as a participant observer. 
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